Natural acquisition and spontaneous elimination of Helicobacter pylori infection: clinical implications.
The natural history of Helicobacter pylori infection in humans is not well established. We aimed to systematically review the literature on the natural acquisition and spontaneous elimination of the infection and its clinical consequences. A broad-based MEDLINE and Current Contents search was performed to identify all related publications between 1986 and 1996. Abstracts from recent major conferences that provided adequate data were also included. The prevalence of H. pylori infection increases with age, the rates being significantly lower in developed countries than in developing countries. However, the overall prevalence is decreasing in both developing and developed countries, which probably is responsible for the steep decline of gastric cancer in some industrialized countries. The natural acquisition of H. pylori infection occurs, for the most part, in childhood, and it appears that the incidence is currently slightly higher in developing countries than in industrialized countries. Spontaneous elimination of the infection also occurs, especially in young children and the elderly. The route of transmission continues to be uncertain, with the best evidence favoring both the gastro-oral and fecal-oral routes. Low socioeconomic status is a major risk factor for acquisition of the infection. Genetics probably plays a role in the acquisition or clearance of H. pylori infection in individuals. Low rates of natural acquisition and elimination of the infection in adults suggest that it is worthwhile to eradicate the organism from adults, but there should be further evaluation of the need for eradication of H. pylori in children.